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Singapore’s education minister Heng Swee Keat surprised parents and educators when he 
indicated last September at his first major policy address a desire for education in Singapore – 
which has come under criticisms for its emphasis on grades- to return to the basics of moulding 
students’ characters. 
He called on schools to demonstrate their commitment to values and character education, adding 
that periods set aside for civics and moral education must not make way for remedial lessons- a 
common act by schools to ensure that students keep up with the curriculum. 
More than six months after he took over the education portfolio, Heng spoke at a ministerial 
forum in January organised by Singapore Management University’s student's political 
association Apolitical and fielded questions in a two-hour dialogue with 300 undergraduates 
ranging from what Singapore’s education system should be like, the value of a degree 
qualification and social mobility in Singapore. 
 
The vision for education 
The first step in designing a good education system is to recognize that all individuals are 
different and provide the means to develop each student to the best of his ability and interest, 
said Heng. 
He recalled that it was “very difficult” to be an artist during his time and many of those who 
wanted to pursue the arts went overseas “because the economy was just not sophisticated 
enough”. 
But as Singapore’s economy develops, there are now better opportunities for Singaporeans to 
pursue diversified careers, said Heng who shared how some students he met recently told him 
that they wanted to go into careers such as beauty therapy and hairdressing. 
“So, if you think about the pathways to success, the fact that our economy is more sophisticated 
now, allows us to do a lot more things, which is why you see in our schools, we now have the 
School of the Arts, Sports School, we have a lot more courses now,” said Heng. 
What is important at the end of the day is that the Singapore education system creates “a certain 
sense of shared value in our society. Emphasing that it is not for him or his ministry to impose a 
set of beliefs on society, Heng said he considers empathy, integrity and harmony as important 
basic values. 
There are two broad aims he has for the education system. Heng said the first goal is to nurture 
a student and get him motivated about learning. The second goal is to inculcate skills which are 
important for the future, such as IT skills, creativity and critical thinking. 
Responding to a question on the measures of values-based education and its effectiveness in 
tertiary education, Heng said that “not everything that is of value is quantifiable”. 
“There is a great desire to measure things and say ‘Does it work, does it not work?’. And I think 
when we talk about values and character, it’s probably the most difficult to measure. So I would 
avoid trying to quantify everything.” 
Nonetheless, there can be indirect measures such as the behavioral manifestations of students 
in schools. For instance, the issue of juvenile delinquency is partly linked to values- based 
education, Heng said. “If we can get some of this right and create opportunities for the student to 
excel, it is possible that those problems will be diminished.” 
But he also noted that sometimes “we expect much more of the education system than what it 
can possibly deliver”. Using the example of juvenile delinquency, he said: “Whenever you see a 
problem like that, we should also be asking what parents are doing about it, is there something 
that we can (do to) help the parent. The other aspect is what about the broader society and what 
we are doing about it.” 
Doing it the Singapore way 
A light hearted moment at the dialogue was when a final year undergraduate questioned the 
need for a bell curve grading system which “focuses students on the competition for a set 
number of ‘A’s instead of true education”. He raised Finland as an example of a country whose 
education system does not use the bell curve system and is still considered one of the finest in 
the world. 
Reacting to the audience’s applause, a smiling Heng said: “I see that he has asked a question 
that resonates with all of you.” 
He continued, “As with all things in life, it’s really about balance. I don’t think everything needs to 
be done on a bell curve. But some things to be done on the bell curve, it’s not a bad thing. 
Because later on in life, if you are running companies and you are working, you need excellence, 
you need to be better.” 
Heng pointed out that companies have to compete to dominate their industry and gave the 
examples of Yahoo and Google within the internet search engine domain, as well as Apple and 
Nokia in the mobile phone sector. 
“Competition is a fact of life… What combination is best used to promote learning and 
cooperation, that’s something that I think is worth discussing and I think something needs to be 
done at the university level.“ 
Another concern raised by the undergraduates was if the increase in university intake and the 
operation of a new fourth public-funded university in Singapore would dilute the value of a degree 
qualification. 
In August 2011, Singapore’s Prime Minister Lee Hsien Loong, in response to parents and 
students’ concern on the difficulties of securing a place at a local university, had announced that 
the country’s universities will add 2,000 more places over the next four years. 
Heng said that the worth of a degree “goes beyond economic value” and the aim of expanding 
the tertiary education sector is to ensure a bigger talent pool in Singapore to attract more jobs to 
the country. 
He also told the students that a university degree is no guarantee of a job or of success. 
Singapore has to be attractive to investors to create good jobs for its people, he said. “This is not 
a simple problem of how we deal with economic competition…so we have to think very hard on 
what we can do.” 
The global financial crisis “will continue to linger” and the geo-political landscape may be 
increasingly unstable. 
Also, growing competition from developing economies such as China – with its ample supply of 
cheap talent and a large domestic market - will affect Singapore’s attractiveness, he added. 
The solution is to have a “Singapore plus plus” strategy to ensure that the country stays capable 
and relevant. 
Using the metaphor of a sports tournament, Heng said Singapore will not win “every single” 
competition if it competes with other countries in an individual race. “If it’s a team game, then I 
think we have a good chance. That’s where I think it is very important for us to understand how 
we earn a team Singapore premium: by working together, by creating advantages that others find 
relevant.” 
Heng said: “Developing that (Singapore) core allows us to create many more opportunities for 
many people, including people in the lower income group. Once you are able to anchor and 
create vibrancy in the economy, I think, we are in a better position to deal with the competition.” 
The minister moved on to list some of the personal qualities that he believes companies would 
look for in employees. He shared that chief executives he had met recently said Singapore 
employees lack drive and the confidence to step out of their comfort zones. 
One chief executive related how a Singaporean employee, who was informed of a job promotion, 
asked if he will be sacked and if there are retrenchment benefits if he failed in the new job role. 
Another chief executive told him that adaptability in the fast changing economy today is 
important, said Heng. 
He went on to conclude: “Asia is going to be critical part of our future. The more we understand 
what is going on in Asia, the better our future. We must position ourselves as a global Asian hub 
that connects Asia with the world.” 
